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Summary

As one of the longest running programs of its type, Wisconsin’s private school vouch-
er program has garnered decades of research interest, including a recent research 
report from School Choice Wisconsin, boldly titled Wisconsin’s Most Cost-Effective 
K-12 Program. The report concludes that voucher-receiving schools in three studied 
areas (Racine, Milwaukee and statewide) are far more cost effective than public dis-
trict schools. It compares revenues and student outcomes for public district schools 
with private, voucher-receiving schools and finds that in all three settings the private 
schools generate better outcomes for each $1,000 of revenue per pupil. However, the 
report’s analyses go beyond being simply flawed. They are flat-out wrong. A flawed 
analysis selects the correct method for addressing a question, but implements it 
problematically—perhaps using inaccurate or imprecise measures for use within an 
appropriate framework. A wrong analysis selects an inappropriate method altogeth-
er. Cost-effectiveness ratios are wholly insufficient for determining the relative effi-
ciency or productivity of educational institutions serving non-randomly distributed 
student populations. That said, even if one did accept the unfounded premise that 
a simple cost-effectiveness ratio is appropriate for the report’s comparisons, imple-
mentation flaws—imprecision and inaccuracy in reported spending, outcome, and 
demographic comparisons—severely undermine the findings. Put bluntly, School 
Choice Wisconsin has conducted the wrong analysis done the wrong way. The report 
is of no use for informing policy in Wisconsin or elsewhere. 
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I. Introduction

As policymakers in conservative states steadily expand taxpayer-funded private 
school choice programs, the need for reliable research helping leaders to better un-
derstand those programs’ relative costs and actual (versus predicted) outcomes be-
comes increasingly urgent. Effective policies and programs are founded on realities, 
not rhetoric.  

For this reason, and because it is one of the longest running programs of its type, the 
Wisconsin private school voucher program has been the subject of much research 
interest—with both rigorous and unsound studies producing a wide range of findings 
over decades. Expanding on prior, similar analyses,1 a recent report from School 
Choice Wisconsin compares revenues and outcomes for public district schools with 
private, voucher-receiving schools statewide and in Milwaukee and Racine. Boldly 
titled Wisconsin’s Most Cost-Effective K-12 Program, the report claims to have de-
termined the relative cost effectiveness of those schools in all three settings. Given 
the appeal of the claim, it’s important to take a close look at this study.2

II. Findings and Conclusions of the Report

The report’s conclusion is that the state of Wisconsin’s private school choice pro-
grams in all three targeted locales are far more cost effective than their public dis-
trict counterparts. As summarized in the report: 

Dollars spent at a PSCP [Parental School Choice Program] school con-
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sistently produce a higher DPI [state Department of Instruction] Report 
Card score than at public schools. Results are for 2023-24, the first year 
following a significant funding increase approved by the Legislature and 
Governor for PSCP schools. Despite a 23 percent average increase, PSCP 
schools continue to operate with substantially less revenue than public 
schools. Yet DPI data show PSCP schools with higher Report Card scores.3

The report asserts that its calculations produced a “straightforward cost-effective-
ness index (CEI)” leading to the findings that in 2023-24:

•	 Private schools in the Milwaukee Parental Choice Program (MPCP) were 76 
percent more productive than schools in the Milwaukee Public Schools (MPS).

•	 Private schools in the Racine Parental Choice Program (RPCP) were 46 per-
cent more productive than public schools in the Racine Unified School District 
(RUSD).

•	 Private schools in the statewide Wisconsin Parental Choice Program (WPCP) 
were 33 percent more productive than public schools outside of Milwaukee 
and Racine (emphasis in original).4

III. The Report’s Rationale for Its Findings and Conclusions

The report bases its findings on cost-effectiveness indices (CEI) it calculates for both 
public district schools and voucher-accepting private schools in each geographic 
area. The report’s methodology yields cost-effectiveness ratios expressed in terms 
of Department of Public Instruction (DPI) Report Card points per $1,000 revenue 
per pupil, based on state report card data and a revenue calculation. The report 
then compares CEI ratios of schools in each sector to demonstrate that in each loca-
tion private schools accepting vouchers are more cost effective than public district 
schools.

 IV. The Report’s Use of Research Literature

The report relies on only scant literature, including prior studies on the Wisconsin 
choice program by voucher advocates. Little discussion is provided on the methods 
or specific findings of those studies. For example, the report simply notes: 

The SCW findings here, and in 2023, reinforce a 2019 study (see citation 
in References) by Corey DeAngelis, Ph.D., a scholar whose research has 
appeared in: Social Science Quarterly; School Effectiveness and School 
Improvement; Educational Review; Peabody Journal of Education; 

http://nepc.colorado.edu/review/cost-effective 5 of 16



Journal of School Choice; and Journal of Private Enterprise.

And further, with apparently no connection to the topic of cost effectiveness, the 
report includes that: 

Separate scholarship, by Patrick Wolf, Ph.D., and DeAngelis, examined 
‘the effects of Milwaukee’s school voucher program on adult criminal 
activity and paternity suits…[It finds] that exposure to the program … 
is associated with a reduction of around 53 percent in drug convictions, 
86 percent in property damage convictions, and 38 percent in paternity 
suits. The program effects tend to be largest for males and students with 
lower levels of academic achievement at baseline.’

The report also refers to “A study for the Annenberg Institute (Brown University)” 
as finding that 

As of 2018, [Milwaukee choice] students have spent more total years in a 
four-year college than their MPS peers. The MPCP students in the grade 
three through eight sample attained college degrees at rates that are sta-
tistically significantly higher than those of their matched MPS peers.5

However, this is not some independent study from the Annenberg Institute at Brown 
University as it likely appears to readers. Rather, it is a working paper also by Wolff 
and colleagues submitted to the Ed Working Papers site that is simply hosted by the 
Annenberg Institute.

Also, when comparing rates of children with disabilities attending private schools 
and district schools, the report refers to sources (discussed later) not listed in its 
references to assert that disability rates in the private schools are much higher than 
reported. In addition, the report references (though doesn’t cite) another source 
which an earlier NEPC review found to be useless to policymakers because of “find-
ings based on conjecture,” which “relied on survey data from private school leaders 
estimating disability rates, rather than DPI’s legal definitions and procedural re-
quirements.”6 

The report also fails to include any of the vast literature that exists to inform the cor-
rect selection and implementation of methods and measures for conducting cost-ef-
fectiveness analysis: literature on when/whether cost-effectiveness analysis is ap-
propriate as opposed to comparing relative institutional efficiency7; literature on 
how to conduct cost-effectiveness analysis, if appropriate 8; literature on generating 
comparable measures of education revenue or spending with consideration of costs9;  
literature on generating comparable measures of student outcomes across sectors10; 
or prior literature applying best methods for comparing cost effectiveness or effi-
ciency across schooling sectors.11 
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V. Review of Report’s Methods

The report asserts that calculations constituted a “conservative” method for compar-
ing cost effectiveness because they exclude federal revenue and understate resourc-
es available to public schools, and they compare outcomes for voucher-receiving 
students from income-limited families with public school students from all income 
groups. 

 A two-step process yielded findings: 

Step 1: Calculate CEI:  DPI Report Card Score/Per-Pupil Revenue 
($000s) = CEI

Step 2: Calculate a ratio of private school CEI to public district CEI

The ratio calculated in Step 2 presumably indicates cost effectiveness for each type 
of school, indicating which performs better in terms of report card points per dollar 
spent. 

Whether a cost-effectiveness ratio is the correct method for assessing school per-
formance is discussed below. However, if it were, it would at the very least require 
appropriate attention to creating comparable measures of a) the revenue calculated 
across sectors, and b) the outcomes achieved through services provided with that 
revenue. The report asserts that district revenue is undercounted and private school 
outcomes are understated. Adequate details on the outcome measures used, and 
their sourcing, appear in Attachment D.12 

However, far less detail is provided on the determination of, or sources for, the rev-
enue measures. The private school figure is described as using a) the per-pupil state 
payment (voucher) and b) funds generated with “private fundraising.” No detailed 
sourcing is provided for the latter.13 Similarly scant detail appears in descriptions of 
public district revenue. The report simply repeatedly asserts that every step of cal-
culations understates the performance of private schools and overstates their reve-
nues, while concurrently overstating the performance of public district schools and 
understating their revenues. 

Other critical problems in methodology follow, indicating why findings are invalid 
and conclusions are useless.

VI. Review of the Validity of the Findings and Conclusions

Overall, this report is similar to some earlier reports on the Wisconsin system,14 
which a prior NEPC review has critiqued as having unreliable findings.15 This re-
port’s analyses are not simply flawed: They are flat out wrong. A flawed analysis is 
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one that generally selects the correct method for addressing the question, but has 
flawed implementation—perhaps using inaccurate or imprecise measures, but with-
in an appropriate framework. A wrong analysis is one that fails to even select the ap-
propriate method for addressing the question asked. Here, that question is whether 
one set or sector of institutions more efficiently produces desired student outcomes 
than another, in their particular context, with the populations served. Following are 
details on both flaws in the implementation—if the method had been appropriate—
and then details on why the methodology is simply wrong. 

Flaws: Revenue and Populations

Again, the report provides little detail on either the private or public school revenue 
figure. Notably, the appropriate figure for making cost-effectiveness comparisons 
would be a comprehensive total of expenditures on services intended to yield the 
measured outcomes—in this case, the expenditures on instructional programs and 
services associated with the academic outcomes included in DPI report cards. How-
ever: Revenues for public districts fund a range of community services, including 
out-of-district placements, summer school, after school, evening and adult educa-
tion programs, and so on.16 Many of those expenditures (and/or revenue sources) 
should not be included in such a comparison.17 Rather than seeking an accurate fig-
ure, however, the report simply claims to have understated public school revenues 
used in calculations.

Similarly, revenues in private schools may be derived from other tuition-paying stu-
dents, in-kind contributions of services, equipment, and perhaps church-affiliated 
staff. Simply adding a prior year’s estimate of private giving to the voucher subsidy 
rate does not capture a relevant, comparable program spending measure useful in 
this type of analysis.18  

Another issue raised but summarily dismissed is the possibility that the populations 
served in the private schools differ substantively from those in the public districts. 
The report presents a table of demographic comparisons in order to declare them 
unimportant. The report writes off an apparent large difference in disability popu-
lations simply by declaring it false, referring to but not actually citing two reports 
relying on much older data, from 2007-2008 (see next paragraph).19 At issue is an 
officially reported figure of 2% children having disabilities in the private schools, 
compared to about 20% for district schools in Milwaukee. Variations in percent-
ages calculated would substantially affect the costs associated with achieving any 
given set of outcomes—including the value of the education dollar toward achieving 
DPI reported outcomes.  But the report simply declares the officially reported 2% 
wrong, citing the correct figure as “between 7.5% and 14.6%” with reference to the 
School Choice Demonstration Project at the University of Arkansas and earlier work 
by Wolff and colleagues.
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However, the referenced Wolff and colleagues’ piece said to be affirmed by later 
research concluded not simply that the choice program rate was a much higher 11.4 
percent, but it also noted that the figure was about half of the 20.4 percent public 
school figure for students with disabilities in 2007-2008.20 So, even if the 2% fig-
ure were “wrong” as the report asserts, there is reason to believe that disability rates 
for private schools are about half those of the public districts—meaning that revenue 
figures would have had to be significantly adjusted to account for such discrepancy 
in cost. There is no indication any such adjustment was made in claims of over- and 
under-estimates in calculations. 

The critical problem with the methodology is that a cost-effectiveness ratio is the 
wrong method for the intended comparison.

Right vs. Wrong Approaches for Comparing Institutional Production and 
Efficiency

A substantial body of literature a) explains more appropriate methods for compar-
ing the relative productivity and efficiency of schools as whole institutions in con-
text (without randomization), and b) applies those methods to cross-sector analysis 
where sufficient data are available. 

Table 1 provides cursory guidance on which methods are more appropriate for which 
types of comparisons. It reflects work that I, along with Kevin Welner, have done 
providing a more thorough explanation of “productivity research” and methods in 
two separate pieces in 2011, which I then revisit in Chapter 8 of a 2018 book pub-
lished by Harvard Education Press.21 

Cost-effectiveness analysis has a place in the evaluation of educational programs 
and services.22 For example, it is appropriate when comparing two particular in-
terventions intended to affect the same outcome measure, like reading or math 
achievement. Such analyses are best done in highly controlled settings where a) the 
treatment or treatments in question—programs, services or interventions—can be 
clearly defined and identified, and b) where populations can be randomly distrib-
uted across treatments and/or interventions, and c) where all other conditions are 
held constant. It’s also important to be able to accurately and precisely measure the 
intended outcomes, or effects, via pre- and post-testing and to isolate the specific ex-
penditures involved in implementing each treatment, including costs that may have 
been charged to participants and opportunity costs associated with other things that 
might have been done with the same time or money. Under these conditions, cost-ef-
fectiveness ratios might be generated across two or more alternatives, and compared 
directly. 

But when comparing whole institutions, under real-world circumstances, an entirely 
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different approach is warranted. When dealing in real-world, non-randomized en-
vironments, with whole schools or institutions as units, researchers must a) make 
every possible effort to control for all of the differences in context and student pop-
ulations served, and b) accurately and comprehensively measure the spending as-
sociated with the delivery of programs and services associated with the outcomes in 
question. With these considerations in mind, researchers can estimate an education 
cost model to predict, for each institution, the costs associated with achieving its 
current levels of outcomes. Then a variety of approaches might be used to determine 
relative efficiency.23 A significant body of research has used these methods—cost-ef-
ficiency analysis—to evaluate public schooling efficiency and to compare public and 
charter schools.24 

Table 1. Cost-Effectiveness vs. Cost-Efficiency Analysis

Unit of  
Comparison Design

Outcome /  
Effect  

Measure-
ment

Input  
Measure-

ment

Related 
Variables to 

Consider?
Estimation 

Method

Program or 
Intervention

Randomized 
Controlled 
Trials (no 
differences 
between 
groups across 
interventions)

Pre-Post Gain 
(on relevant 
outcome  
measures)

Spending and 
opportunity  
costs of 
program or 
intervention

If truly  
randomized 
across all 
comparisons 
and dimen-
sions: none  

Cost- 
Effectiveness, 
or C/E, ratio

Institution Real World 
Contexts 
(non-random 
distribution 
of students or 
contexts)

Achievement / 
Attainment / 
Value Added25

Comprehen-
sive (inclu-
sive) measure 
of institution-
al spending on 
comparable 
scope of  
services26

Student Char-
acteristics /
Economies of 
Scale / Spar-
sity /

Economic 
Context27

Cost  
efficiency28 
(Education 
Cost Model)

 
In the U.S. context, these methods have not generally been applied in comparisons 
of public and private schools, including for private school voucher programs, for 
lack of a) comparable data on outcomes, and b) sufficiently detailed and comparable 
data on spending on instructional programs and services.29 The report critiqued here 
also lacks comparable data on outcomes (for all students in each type of school) and 
comparable data on spending on the relevant scope or programs and services. Under 
the circumstances, then, the cost efficiency approach is not feasible. That said: That 
determination does not allow substituting this report’s entirely inappropriate and 
misleading comparison. 
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VII. Usefulness of the Report for Guidance  
of Policy and Practice

Ignoring a vast body of literature that would inform more serious, credible analysis 
and implementing an inappropriate method with substantive flaws, this report pro-
vides no useful evidence for guiding policy and practice.  
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